Using data from 210 couples who provided data across the first 5 years of marriage, we examined how premarital communication quality was related to divorce and later distress. The results showed that premarital observed negative and positive communication nearly reached significance as predictors of divorce, while self-reported negative communication was significantly associated with divorce. In terms of marital adjustment, we found that both premarital observed and self-reported negative premarital communication (but not observed positive communication) were associated with lower adjustment during the first 5 years of marriage. The most important questions addressed in this study pertain to how positive and negative dimensions of communication change over time and how these changes are related to being distressed or nondistressed after 5 years of marriage. This is the first study, to our knowledge, to examine the changes in communication over time that are so central to theories of the development of marital distress and for research-based interventions. We found that all couples showed decreases in negative communication over time, but the nondistressed group declined significantly more than the distressed group in negative communication, suggesting they are handling negative emotions better. Implications for future research on the development of relationship distress and for enhancing research-based couples' intervention programs are provided.
Millions of individuals experience marital distress, destructive conflict, and divorce every year. Evidence accumulates that marital distress and family fragmentation are associated with a broad spectrum of risks for adults and children, including problems with mental health and individual adjustment, child behavior, physical health, and economic success and stability (Booth & Amato, 2001; Halford & Bouma, 1997) . The links between marital functioning and a wide range of outcomes has led to recognition that marriage has important public health consequences (Halford, Markman, & Stanley, 2008) . As a result, the desire among policy makers to implement public sector programs that can help couples-especially high risk couples-achieve their own aspirations in marriage has grown dramatically in recent years (Seefeldt & Smock, 2004) .
In part, such efforts have accelerated because evidencebased programs have been built on findings from long-term studies on the risk factors for marital distress and divorce. These long-term (prediction) studies have spawned theories and tests of theories of marital success and dissolution as well as provided basic descriptive data on the course of marriages over time (e.g., Markman & Hahlweg, 1993) . Although few individual studies have been cross-validated (Heyman & Slep, 2001) , there is enough replication across studies to give us confidence in some of the major patterns of findings that link early risk and protective factors to later marital outcomes.
Most premarital couples, when they decide to marry, are happy with their relationship and expect to be happy together until "death do they part." However, these expectations are often not fulfilled (Glenn, 1998) . Most couples say they decide to marry each other based on positive connections such as fun, friendship, and passion (Sternberg, 1998) . When couples divorce, reasons include not enough commitment, too much conflict, infidelity, and growing apart (C. A. Johnson et al., 2002) . Thus, we know most people decide to marry due to the presence of positives and divorce due to the presence of negatives or the absence of positives. However, we know very little about how negatives and positives before marriage influence the course of marriage and how changes in positive and negatives over time influence marital outcomes.
The overarching aim of the current paper is to assess how negative and positive communication before marriage predict future divorce and marital satisfaction. Starting before marriage enables us to detect patterns earlier in relationship development than in most previous studies and that may be apparent during the transitions associated with planning marriage but not afterwards. In addition, this study is the first, to our knowledge, to investigate how positive and negative communication, assessed by both behavioral and self-report measures, change over time, and how these changes predict marital outcomes.
Negative and Positive Communication as Risk and Protective Factors
Based on Heller and Monahan's (1977) pioneering work, Markman (1979) suggested that couples with communication-based risk factors (e.g., poor conflict management) and lower protective factors (e.g., low levels of positive communication) would be more vulnerable to the development of relationship problems. Since then, a series of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies of couples' interactions have identified a set of risk factors that have to do largely with the ability to handle negative emotions along with a smaller set of protective factors that have to do largely with positive connections (e.g., support, friendship; Karney & Bradbury, 1995) . Early on, researchers questioned how well participants could report on their communication, leading to the addition of laboratory interaction tasks that allowed for both research participant and observer ratings of interactions (Markman & Notarius, 1987) . The studies reviewed below focus on studies using objective observation of couples' communication.
Cross-Sectional Studies
Pioneered by Weiss and colleagues (e.g., Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 1975) , early studies compared interaction patterns of distressed and nondistressed couples, and surprisingly found that negative patterns of interaction strongly differentiated happy from unhappy couples but that positive patterns did not (e.g., Birchler et al., 1975; Gottman, Markman, & Notarius, 1977) . Here, we call this the "negativity effect," such that negatives are stronger risk factors than positives are protective factors. Building on cross-sectional studies, long-term studies of the development of marital distress emerged.
Prediction Research
There have been two general types of "prediction" studies using interaction tasks: Those predicting marital outcomes (usually dichotomous marital outcomes) from early marital (or in some cases premarital) variables and those predicting marital trajectories. We should note that none of these studies are actually true prediction studies in which outcomes are predicted before they are known (see Heyman & Slep, 2001 ). The first study predicting marital outcomes found that couples own ratings of their communication as they were talking during a conflict discussion predicted marital satisfaction up to 5 years later (Markman, 1981) . Better communication ratings before marriage predicted higher satisfaction 5 years later (but were not associated with initial satisfaction). In a similar study, newlywed couples' ratings of communication quality predicted whether a couple was stable and satisfied versus divorced and/or unhappy 6 years later (Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998) .
In studies using observer ratings of couples on conflict and/or support tasks, findings have supported the connections between early communication quality and future marital outcomes, with higher communication quality being associated with higher levels of marital quality up to 10 years into marriage for both premarital (e.g., Clements, Stanley, & Markman, 2004) and newlywed couples (e.g., Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Rogge and Bradbury, 1999) . Pasch and Bradbury's (1998) study was among the first to add a social support task and found that observed social support by wives predicted marital outcomes 2 years later. Studies also have found inconsistent findings, such that early communication predicts later satisfaction but not divorce (e.g., Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser & Malarkey, 2003) , wives' communication predicts better than husbands' (e.g., Pasch & Bradbury, 1998) , and negative communication tends to predict only when there are lower levels of positive communication (e.g., M. D. Johnson et al., 2005) .
Many theories of the development of marital distress have a common focus on negatives and positives over time, and these share the general prediction that there will be declines in satisfaction. However, none of the studies reviewed above are able to test the developmental aspects of these theories because they only assess one time point at the beginning of the study and one at the end. More recently, researchers have added more follow-up points to examine how early marriage qualities predict trajectories of satisfaction over time.
Predictions of Marital Trajectories
Karney and Bradbury (1997) studied 60 newly wed couples over 4 years and assessed marital satisfaction and marital status at 6-month intervals. They found that more initial negative communication predicted steeper declines in satisfaction. Although newlywed interaction quality did not predict divorce, couples with steeper declines in satisfaction levels had a higher risk for divorce. For example, in stable marriages, satisfaction declined 3% per year whereas in unstable marriages satisfaction declined about 15% per year. M. D. Johnson et al. (2005) used the same sample and found that when there were high levels of positive affect, the predictive power of the negatives was mitigated. Thus, couples were most at risk for declines in satisfaction when there was high negative communication and low positive affect. Interactions were only collected at the initial assess-ment, so they were not able to assess the impact of positives and negatives over time, as we do in the current study. Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, and George (2001) studied 168 newlywed couples over a 13-year period and tested two models (both of which offer a rich extension of exchange theory) of the development of marital distress relevant to the current study. The "enduring dynamics model" predicts that the negatives early in marriage (or before marriage) endure over time such that a couple's starting point predicts a couple's outcomes. In contrast, the emergent distress model" predicts that negatives increase over time to damage the positive connection for couples headed for problems. Support was found for the enduring dynamics model but not the emergent distress model (Huston et al., 2001) . That is, couples who ended up unhappy were more negative initially than couples who ended up happy. Stronger tests of these models are possible when starting with couples before marriage (who then marry) because it is less likely that premarital couples have started down the pathway toward marital distress. For example, sociologists have found in long-term studies of the same cohort that the premarital stage is the when couples are the happiest ( VanLaningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001) , though a minority of couples start happy and stay happy over time (Kamp Dush, Taylor, & Kroeger, 2008) . Studies starting after marriage, in contrast, are more likely to include already distressed couples because 21% of couples divorce within the first 5 years of marriage (Raley & Bumpass, 2003) . Moreover, starting with premarital couples provides a research base for interventions during the transition to marriage, one of the best stages for divorce prevention and marriage enhancement programs (Halford et al., 2008) .
In summary, the studies reviewed above show somewhat inconsistent findings, despite assessing similar constructs. The inconsistency of the findings are in part due to differences in data collection and data reduction, how interaction was measured (self-report vs. observation), time of followup, sample size and composition, level of initial satisfaction, difference in measures of outcome (stability, satisfaction, combinations of stability and satisfaction), and differences in coding systems and tasks used. Nevertheless, across time, labs, tasks, and outcomes, there are links between premarital and newlywed communication quality and later outcomes. Moreover, studies suggest that negative communication is a better predictor of marital outcomes than positive communication, and all the more so when combined with low levels of positive communication. Studies generally supported the enduring dynamics model, but because they typically start after marriage, research is needed regarding dynamics that endure from prior to marriage into marriage. In addition, none of the studies above have observed interactions over time, and thus the emergent distress theory has not yet been adequately tested.
Current Study
The overarching aim of the current study was to assess how negative and positive communication, assessed by both self-report and observational coding of interactions before marriage, predict future divorce and marital satisfaction. Starting before marriage provides a better test of the enduring dynamics model than starting after marriage. This study is also the first to investigate how positive and negative communication assessed by observational coding changes from before marriage to 5 years into marriage, and how these changes predict marital outcomes. The current study also provides a strong test of the emergent distress model because, for long-term analyses of communication, we are starting with couples when they are happy, before distress sets in. Observational coding of interactions are critical because they have consistently been found to be associated with both relationship outcomes and are indicators of changes following interventions (Markman & Hahlweg, 1993) . Specifically, we present findings from an ongoing longitudinal study of premarital couples recruited from 1996 to 2001. Here we focus on findings from the premarital stage of development through the first 5 years of marriage. We chose 5 years because this is the point when we have the most data to test the hypotheses that are the focus of this paper.
Hypotheses
As noted above, starting before marriage enabled us to provide the best test to date of the enduring dynamics model, which predicts that marital distress and divorce are associated with premarital patterns. The first major hypothesis was that that both negative and positive dimensions of premarital communication would be associated with divorce and marital adjustment across the first 5 years of marriage and that negative communication would be more strongly related to divorce and marital adjustment than positive communication. Second, we focused on negative and positive communication trajectories as possible roots of the emergence of marital distress. Based on prior studies, we hypothesized that couples who were distressed after being married for 5 years would show and self-report more negative and less positive premarital communication initially, as well as steeper increases in negative communication over time and steeper decreases in positive communication over time.
Method Participants
Participants were 208 couples (N ϭ 416 partners) who had taken part in a larger study on the effectiveness of premarital education (see Stanley et al., 2001) . Couples who did not marry or who did not complete a premarital assessment were excluded, as were couples for whom we could not verify marital status at the time of their fifth wedding anniversary. When the study began, the participants were, on average, 26.55 years old (SD ϭ 5.26) with a median education of 16 years and a median income of $30,000 to 39,999. The sample was 3.6% African American, 1.7% Asian American, 9.3% Hispanic or Latino, 0.7% Native American, and 84.7% White. At the couple level, 79% of the sample involved White partners paired with White partners, 11% involved White partners paired with non-White partners, and 10% involved nonWhite partners paired with non-White partners. Sixty-four percent of the couples lived together before marriage. Thirty-five couples (16.8%) divorced within the first 5 years of marriage; 173 (83.2%) remained married.
Procedures
Couples were recruited through the religious organizations (ROs) that would perform their wedding services. These ROs were randomly assigned to deliver naturally occurring premarital education, to deliver the Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP; Markman et al., 2010) , or send eligible couples to a university to receive PREP. Before receiving services, couples completed questionnaires and videotaped interaction tasks before marriage and before premarital education, 6 weeks following premarital education, and yearly thereafter. These visits lasted approximately 2 hours and couples were paid $40 to $100, depending on the time point. Data from all time points between the premarital assessment and the assessment that took place within 6 months of a couples' fifth wedding anniversary were used in the current study. On average, couples came in 5 months before their wedding day for the first assessment. For those who remained married, the average couple came in for five assessments starting before marriage and ending at their fifth wedding anniversary. Besides marital status, no longitudinal data from divorced couples are included in these analyses.
Measures
Observed negative and positive communication. As mentioned earlier, couples completed videotaped interaction tasks at every time point. For the current study, data from the problem-discussion task are used. For this task, couples identified their top problem area in their relationship on paper forms and then were instructed to discuss that issue for 10 to 15 minutes. These problem discussions were then coded using the global Interactional Dimensions Coding System (Kline et al., 2004) . Using this system, coders rate each partner on nine dimensions that include affective, behavioral, and content cues and they assign a code to the couple for negative escalation. For the current study, negative and positive composite scores of these 10 dimensions were used. The negative composite score included negative affect, denial, dominance, conflict, withdrawal, and negative escalation (␣ ϭ .87). The positive composite included positive affect, problem-solving skills, support/validation, and communication (␣ ϭ .88). These composites were moderately correlated, r ϭ .56, p Ͻ .001. Intercoder reliability for this sample was high, with intraclass correlations ranging from .66 to .95 (Mdn ϭ .87; Kline et al., 2004) .
Marital adjustment. The Marital Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959 ) was used to assess marital adjustment. The internal consistency for the current sample was lower than in married couple samples (␣ ϭ .61), perhaps because the sample was relatively homogeneous and happy (M at T1 ϭ 127.77, SD ϭ 15.65, range ϭ 84 to 156). This inventory was also used to create the distressed and nondistressed groups used in some analyses.
Self-reported negative communication. Participants rated the negativity of the communication they experience outside of the lab using the Communication Danger Signs Scale (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010) . This measure includes 7 items rated on a scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 3 (frequently) scale. An example item is "My partner criticizes or belittles my opinions, feelings, or desires." This measure has demonstrated validity and reliability in a range of samples (e.g., Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002) . In this sample alpha was .73. This measure was significantly correlated with observed negative communication in this sample, r ϭ .26, p Ͻ .01.
Results

Premarital Communication and Divorce
To test hypotheses about premarital communication and divorce, we used 2 ϫ 2 analyses of variances (ANOVAs), with factors of divorced versus nondivorced and gender. We chose to use ANOVAs over logistic regressions because of the dependency between husbands' and wives' scores. By treating gender as a within-subjects variable in ANOVA, we were able to efficiently test whether gender moderated associations between premarital communication and divorce and were also able to collapse across men and women when there were no significant interactions. Results suggest that those who divorced were observed to have more negative communication before marriage (M ϭ 3.51, SD ϭ 1.36) than those who remained married (M ϭ 3.18, SD ϭ 1.13), but this difference only approached significance, F(1, 205) ϭ 2.40, p ϭ .06 (one-tailed), d ϭ .27. Similarly, those who divorced were observed to have less observed positive communication before marriage (M ϭ 3.86, SD ϭ 1.17) than those who remained married (M ϭ 4.11, SD ϭ 1.15), but this difference only approached significance, F(1, 205) ϭ 1.68, p ϭ .10 (one-tailed), d ϭ .22. For self-reported premarital negative communication, the difference between those who divorced (M ϭ 1.56, SD ϭ 0.34) and those who remained married (M ϭ 1.44, SD ϭ 0.38) was significant, F(1, 178) ϭ 4.40, p ϭ .02 (one-tailed), d ϭ .38, and in the expected direction. Adding control variables as covariates in these ANOVAs (education, income, intervention status [received PREP or not], age, gender, and religiousness) did not change the results in meaningful ways.
Premarital Communication and Marital Adjustment Over Time
For the remaining hypotheses, we used multilevel modeling and HLM 6.02 software (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2004) because it allowed us to examine the trajectories of marital adjustment and communication over time. Following guidelines presented by Atkins (2005), we used three-level models in which time is nested within individuals who are in turn nested within couples.
Baseline model. We ran an initial unconditional model (below) before adding predictors to determine whether there was enough variation between partners within couples in marital adjustment intercepts and slopes (changes over time) to treat them as random effects.
Level 2: 0ij ϭ ␤ 00j ϩ r 0ij 1ij ϭ ␤ 10j ϩ r 1ij
Level 3:
Here, t indexes time (in weeks) since the premarriage assessment; i indexes partners within a couple; and j indexes couples. There are four separate error terms, all of which are assumed to be normally distributed: ε tij is the residual error term; r 0ij and r 1ij are random intercept and slope terms at the individual level; and u 00j and u 10j are a random intercept and slope terms at the couple level. The Time variable was grand-mean centered, so the intercept term represents the average marital adjustment score across the first 5 years of marriage.
There was significant variation between partners in the level of marital adjustment, but not in slopes (p Ͼ .50). Therefore, we excluded random slope component in the Level 2 equations. In this baseline model we also tested whether there was significant variation between couples in marital adjustment intercept and slope. There was significant variability, so we treated the intercepts and slopes as random in Level 3 of the models testing our hypotheses. The fixed effects indicated that there were significant decreases in marital adjustment over time (␥ 100 ϭ 0.03, p Ͻ .001) that were approximately equal to a 1.56 point drop in marital adjustment per year.
Hypotheses tests. We hypothesized that both negative and positive dimensions of premarital communication would be associated with marital adjustment across the first 5 years of marriage. To test these hypotheses, we added positive or negative premarital communication (grand-mean centered) to the baseline model (Equation 1). We ran three separate models including premarital observed negative communication (Model 1), premarital observed positive communication (Model 2), and premarital self-reported negative communication (Model 3) as predictors of marital adjustment (see Table 1 ). In Models 1 and 3, premarital observed and self-reported negative communications were significantly associated with lower average marital adjustment across the first 5 years of marriage. In the same models, premarital negative communication was also associated, unexpectedly, with less steep declines in marital adjustment over time. Premarital observed positive communication was not significantly associated with either average marital adjustment or changes in marital adjustment over time. Adding control variables to these models (education, income, intervention status [received PREP or not], age, gender, and religiousness) did not change the results in meaningful ways.
Differences in Trajectories of Communication Over Time by Marital Distress Status
In the next set of analyses we used a dichotomous outcome (distressed vs. nondistressed, as defined earlier) rather than a continuous outcome. We hypothesized that couples who were categorized as nondistressed (vs. distressed) after being married for 5 years would show less negative and more positive premarital communication, as well as less steep increases in negative communication over time and less steep decreases in positive communication over time. Married couples in which one or both partners had a score of 100 or less at the assessment nearest to their fifth wedding anniversary were considered distressed. We choose to use 100 as the cut-off because other research has found this to be a useful cut-off score for distinguishing between couples who are distressed and nondistressed (e.g., Clements et al., 2004; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999) . Of the 173 couples who remained married through their fifth year of marriage, 32 (18.5%) were distressed; however, of these, 21 had been distressed at the premarital assessment and were therefore excluded from analyses so we could focus on couples before distress set in. This Level 3:
We ran three separate models for these hypotheses: one with observed negative communication, another with observed positive communication, and a third with self-reported negative communication (Table 2 ; Figure 1 ). In these models, Time was uncentered so that the intercept term (␥ 000 ) could be interpreted as the premarital communication score. Distress Status was also uncentered, so coefficients in the table represent values for those who were distressed in their marriages (i.e., those who were distressed were coded as 0). Results of the model with observed negative communication indicate that there were no differences in initial (premarital) negative observed communication between those who were distressed versus nondistressed 5 years into their marriages (␥ 001 ), but that those who were nondistressed 5 years into their marriages experienced greater declines in negative communication than those who were distressed (␥ 101 ). Similarly, there were not significant differences between groups on premarital positive communication (␥ 001 ,), but distressed couples experienced decreases in positive communication over time (␥ 100 ) whereas nondistressed couples experienced almost no change in positive communication over time (␥ 101 ). For self-reported negative communication, those who were nondistressed 5 years into their marriages reported lower premarital negative communication than those who were distressed (␥ 001 ). Those who were distressed reported significant increases in negative communication over time (␥ 100 ), while those who were nondistressed reported significantly smaller increases in negative communication over time (␥ 101 ).
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the ways in which observed and self-reported indicators of negative and positive premarital communication were related to marital adjustment and divorce 5 years into marriage. Specifically, we were interested in how changes in communication over time, starting before marriage, were associated with future marital quality.
In terms of divorce, consistent with the enduring dynamics model, we hypothesized that more negative and less positive communication before marriage (both observed and self-reported) would be associated with divorce. The results showed that observed negative and positive communication nearly reached significance in the predicted direction, while self-reported negative communication was significantly associated with later divorce. This study is one of the few that examines the hypothesis that divorce is associated with premarital communication quality. Most studies have focused only on marital quality as an outcome or have combined stability with marital quality; however, only a few have used divorce as an outcome (e.g., Clements et al., 2004; Huston et al., 2001) .
Other studies also have reported relatively small effects of interaction on divorce (see Karney & Bradbury, 1995 , for a review) for both positive and negative communication. In our study we had a relatively small number of divorces and hence low power to detect effects. Also, we did not assess love. Given that Huston et al. (2001) showed reasonably strong prediction of divorce using measures of love, and that falling out of love is one of major reasons people give for divorce (Amato & Hohmann-Marriott, 2007) , measures of love should be used in future research on divorce risk. More generally, events later in marriage, such as infidelity, can rapidly deteriorate a marriage that was otherwise doing well (e.g., Glass & Wright, 1997) , and thereby have a far greater proximal effect on marital outcomes.
In terms of marital adjustment over time, higher levels of negative communication were significantly associated with lower levels of average marital adjustment across the first 5 years of marriage. Contrary to predictions, premarital positive observed communication was not significantly associated with marital quality. These findings are in line with other research that has highlighted the importance of negative communication in explaining future marital quality (e.g., Markman & Hahlweg, 1993) and add to the literature that somewhat different factors predict stability versus quality over time (Clements et al., 2004) . Taken together, the findings on the prediction of divorce and marital quality are consistent with Huston et al.'s (2001) enduring dynamics model, in that early risk is associated with later problems because the risk factors endure. The current study is one of the first that shows that some of the roots of distress lie in the couples' communication quality and such risk can be identified before marriage and as such, this study has important implications for interventions that focus on modifying communication patterns, such as PREP (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010) . However, the relatively small effect sizes of these findings also suggest a variety of dimensions are important to consider in the understanding and prevention of marital distress.
In terms of how premarital negative and positive observed communication were associated with changes in marital adjustment over the first 5 years of marriage, we found that, contrary to predictions, higher levels of observed and self-reported premarital negative communication were associated with less steep declines in marital adjustment. At first glance, these findings seem counterintuitive, but it is likely an artifact of the fact that those with high levels negative communication premaritally also have lower premarital adjustment scores. Thus, they have less room to decline than those who begin marriages with lower negative communication and higher marital adjustment scores. In addition, divorced couples were not included in the analyses because they have no end point data, and these couples likely would have had steep declines.
In regard to positive communication and decline in satisfaction, consistent with the general pattern of findings in the field, observed premarital positive communication was not associated with changes in marital adjustment over time.
Interaction Over Time
The most important set of questions addressed in this study pertain to how positive and negative dimensions of communication change over time and how these changes are related to being distressed or nondistressed after 5 years of marriage. This is the first study, to our knowledge, to examine the kinds of changes in communication over time that are consistent with the emergent distress model, which is central to most theories of the development of marital distress (Clements et al., 2004) . The finding showing that the nondistressed couples declined more in negative communication over time than the distressed couples suggests that communication quality may be one of the important factors in determining the course of a couple's relationship over time. This is consistent with the emergent distress model, though it is not really possible to prove that the changes in communication precede the changes in adjustment. The finding is, however, consistent with one of the core assumptions underlying most research-based approaches to couples intervention: that negatives erode positives over time (Markman et al., 2010) . These findings suggest that both overall level of negative communication (assessed by observational coding) as well as the perceived frequency of negative communication (assessed by the selfreport measure) discriminate between couples who wind up distressed versus nondistressed. In addition, the finding that distressed compared to nondistressed couples show more negative communication over time is the first, to our knowledge, to support the emergent distress theory. This finding has important implications for interventions, because the basis of most couples prevention and therapy programs is, in part, that negatives will increase over time unless the couple learns skills to counteract them. Table 2 . Neg ϭ negative.
Perhaps the most interesting finding in the study is that couples who wound up distressed experienced more declines in positive communication compared to the couples who wound up nondistressed. This pattern is particularly important in that the nondistressed couples maintained high levels of positives while distressed couples declined. Many theories of marriage over time, suggest that the positives naturally decrease over time (e.g., Fisher, 2006) , but our data do not support those contentions. Rather these finding support theories that suggest that marital distress is in part due to a decrease in positives. These findings are especially interesting to us because they emerge from a conflict task. It is probable that conflict tasks are not the best way to assess positives, and that the focus on conflict tasks in the history of this field may be one the reasons for the negativity effect (Fincham, Beach, & Stanley, 2007) . The current findings not only suggest that positives do matter, but also that they can be assessed with some validity even when the context is a conflict task. In addition, we found support for positives, assessed by observational coding, predicting future marital outcomes using a traditional conflict task. Perhaps couples from more recent generations are putting more stock in the positive side of the relationship and when positives are low, couples are more reactive and this is seen in lower satisfaction (and to a degree, higher risk for divorce) later on.
Positives and Negatives in Marriage
Taken together, the results of this study do support previous findings that the negatives predict future marital distress and positives do not. Thus negatives may be stronger risk factors than the positives are protective factors. We coined the term the negativity effect to describe this pattern. Clinically, we describe the negativity effect by saying that it takes a number of positive "acts of kindness" to compensate for one negative "zinger" (Notarius & Markman, 1993) . However, because we do not have a measure of selfreported positive communication, such as we do for negative communication, we need further research to solidify our suggestions. However, a similar finding emerges from health psychology where research reveals that negative emotions are stronger predictors of health problems than positive emotions (see Fredrickson & Losada, 2005 , for a review). On the other hand, it has been noted that negative communication behavior has been much more robustly studied than positives, and that various forms of positives beyond mere positive communication behavior may have transformative properties (Fincham et al., 2007) . To be clear, we are not saying that positives do not matter; they do, as we see from our current findings. Future research is needed on other forms of positive aspects of relationships, including fun, support, passion, commitment, and sacrifice. (Markman et al., 2010) .
If negatives count more than positives when it comes to communication, why might this be so? Evolutionary perspectives would suggest that there is selection effect in favor of being more responsive to negatives. Negatives can really hurt us, so evolutionary psychologists suggest that we are selected for focusing more attention on the negatives in relationships and in life (e.g., Buss, 2000) . The salience of negatives can also be explained in part by cognitive consistency theories (e.g., Aronson, 2008) where negatives are not expected (as in marriage) and cause stress that we are motivated to relieve. For example, in therapy, couples often report that the week was "really bad," and it turns out that one negative event colored the entire week that was otherwise filled with positives. Couples therapists can help partners work on decreasing the value of the negatives and increasing the value of the positives, as well as help couples decrease the number of negatives and increase the number of positives in day-to-day interactions (Markman et al, 2010) .
There are several limitations with the study that must be taken into consideration when interpreting the current findings. First, all couples in the study completed a premarital intervention, and thus the patterning of the findings might be different for couples who did not participate in a premarital intervention. It is also possible that intervention effects may be affecting the pattern of findings in that the premarital data were assessed before the intervention and the postmarital data were assessed after the intervention. Thus, it is possible that the couples in this sample had higher levels of positives and marital quality over time and lower levels of negatives after the intervention, but this would not likely affect the pattern of findings. However, we controlled for intervention status and it did not affect the findings.
Second, because all the couples were marrying through religious organizations, it is possible that they were somewhat more religious than the average couple planning marriage. However, because the majority of first marriages take place through a religious organization (Stanley, Amato, Johnson, & Markman, 2006) , the current sample is not all that different from most couples getting married for the first time. Nevertheless, the findings may not generalize to couples who do not marry through religious organizations. Third, we used a cutoff of 100 to define distress and nondistress. Although this is justified based on prior research, it is possible that included in the distressed group were some couples who were not all that distressed. Fourth, we did not include a self-report measure of positive communication. Future research should use such a scale to help better understand the roles of positive and negative communication in marriage. Fifth, we did not present data on communication over time for those couples who divorce. This is an important area for future research because there are no data to our knowledge on changes over time in communication of couples who go on to divorce. In the current study, we did not have enough couples and data to adequately examine this important question, but we plan to in the future as our sample of divorced couples increases in size and length of relationship. Sixth, many of the couples have had a child during the first 5 years of marriage and this transition likely affected their communication. Examining these effects was beyond the scope of the present paper, but a paper by Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, and Markman (2009) examined transition to parenthood in this sample. Finally, although there is some diversity in our sample, the couples are mostly White and middle class; thus the findings may not be generalizable to other groups.
In summary, the picture of nondistressed couples 5 years into marriage from an interaction perspective supports current theories of distress and intervention in that couples who start marriage with lower negatives and higher adjustment and who maintain high levels of positives are "at risk" for marital success. The findings support the use of prevention programs that focus on keeping happy couples happy by helping couples learn skills to handle the inevitable negatives in marriage and to protect and maintain positives (Markman et al., 2010) and suggest the use of these programs before marriage or early in marriage.
